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President's Message ...
by Elizabeth Gates, MRA President 2017-2018
"The most powerful person in the world is the story teller. The storyteller sets
the vision, values and agenda ofan entire generation that is to come. "
-Steve Jobs
Our current political climate is bitterly divided by polarizing public opinion
on issues pertaining to gun control, women's health, and social inequality. Our
elections no longer focus on the candidates but instead center on the ideology of
partisanship and its competition for power. The complexity and divisiveness of
our political climate can be challenging within an educational setting, whether
you are a Republican, Democrat, teacher, or administrator. Many have opted for
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the age-old adage of avoiding all topics on religion and politics in an effort to get
along. The far-reaching consequences of ignoring hot topics, however, may lead
to a generation ignorant of how to function in our democratic society and the inability to disagree with
civility and discernment. Decidedly, our role as educators in teaching civic literacy is more vital than ever
before.
Our founding fathers, in an effort to create a sense of national identity and civic understanding, created
"free common schools." Knowledge of how to participate in society is still an important function of our
school systems today. Our democracy hinges on an informed and participatory citizenship to prosper.
Shared knowledge of how government works is only a small part of civic literacy. One's ability to initiate
change and improvement requires active participation in society through all available approacheswhether it be exercising the right to vote, serving on a jury, paying taxes, or obeying laws. Participating in
the political process is a citizen's responsibility. In addition, participating responsibly requires knowledge
of how our government works and making informed decisions. Strong civic literacy skills are necessary for
achievement in both cases.
We live at a time when "fake news" and "alternative facts" dominate in the media. News accounts vary
depending on the station and political bias of its executives. Our students are inundated with media from
multiple sources like Twitter, SnapChat, and Instagram. How do we teach our students to think critically
and scrutinize the multitudinous blasts of news continuously inundating us all? Anthony de Mello states,
"You have to understand that the shortest distance between a human being and truth is a story" (1999,
p. 8). Our cell phones, televisions, and devices are alive with stories, notifying us at every hour. Adults
struggle to determine the truth after navigating the many media outlets ranging from tweets to national
news networks, as well. We are drawn to the stories that impact us emotionally; and, we more easily
believe stories that fit within our own ideology. Notwithstanding one's own political bias, educators have
the power to instill civic literacy skills through purposeful discourse on relevant and important topics.
Teaching students how to respond to highly explosive and emotional topics is not only crucial but urgent
if we wish to come together to solve the problems we face as human beings on this planet.
We have seen the very worst and best of human nature in recent events. Voices raised in unison through
movements such as Black Lives Matter, #Me Too, Time's Up and Never Again have furthered debate on issues
involving the powerful and the oppressed. In each movement, there is a call for change in our community
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institutions, social climate, and cultural traditions. The power of civic literacy can be seen from schoolshooting survivors at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School whose demand for safer schools and stricter
gun laws is leveraged from the community all the way to the White House. A recent Tweet stated, 'Tm
not sure why people are so surprised that the students are rising up-we've been feeding them a steady
diet of dystopian literature showing teens leading the charge for years. We have told teen girls they are
empowered. What, you thought it was fiction? It was preparation" (Ansbach, Jennifer @JenAnsbach.18
Feb.2018, 4:42 PM. Tweet).
In each case, the issues are larger than the incident provoking the movement. Black Lives Matter is about
more than police brutality; these events are catalysts to addressing systemic racism and injustice. While
Time's Up may have started from Hollywood's casting couch, it is now the rallying cry for overcoming
harassment and inequality in the workplace. Media attention can shine a light on the issues, but real
solutions demand a change in our practices and beliefs. Nothing is more difficult than shifting the deeplyembedded traditions, habits, and values of people. Strong civic literacy skills lay the groundwork for
understanding our societal structures and practices. This is a starting point. If we wish to affect change, it
will require us to use this knowledge in ways that challenge our perspective and actions.
As leaders and educators, we have the unique opportunity to instill a sense of hope for a better world
through foundational knowledge of civic literacy and the empowerment to make it happen from stories of
heroes and change agents. If we do not do this work, then who? If not now, then when?
The time to act is always now.
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